A T &

—T L4 7 OB I ONWT

& B 7




Summary
Drawing Lines: A Study of William Blake’s Imagination
Mitsuru Watanabe

During the years ca. 1800-1810, Blake did most of his prose writings on art and artists which took
various forms—marginalia to The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds; a catalogue he wrote for his
exhibition in 1809; an unpublished ‘public address’ written in his notebook. To duly understand
these writings and to shape an outline of what might be called Blake’s theory of art is no less
challenging a task than to decipher his prophecies. This is a tentative essay to probe into
possibilities of his aesthetics. i

Blake had, as is often pointed out, two aspects of a furious romantic prophet and a neo-classic
engraver who laid the strongest emphasis on clear-cut outlines against vague expressions of
colouring in visual arts. The later vein of classicism might also be exemplified by his vehement
criticism of Wordsworth. This had rooted in his thought which so fiercely attacked the empiricist
tradition of 18th—century philosophy. It was this tradition, I argue, that provided the plane of the
transition from classicism to romanticism. The apparent ambivalence was thus nothing accidental
but unified with his idiosyncratic way of thought and the artistic execution that gave his prophecies
a performative dimension. Blake shows in this sense certain affinity with the ontological aesthetics
of Heidegger and the ‘action painting’ of abstract expressionists.
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1) Cf. W. J. Hipple, The Beautiful, the Sublime, and the Picturesque in Eighteenth—Century British
Aesthetic Theory (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1957), 305ff. Morris Eaves,
William Blake'’s Theory of Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), 91.
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4) Cf. C. M. Bowra, The Romantic Imagination (Oxford University Press, 1950), 22-24.

5) BIIZ= TERRRERT Y « ) 7 4« 7 v 4 2] GUERER:, 1989), 209 HEH,

6) Cf. Eaves, op. cit, 11ff.

7) The great and golden rule of art, as well as of life, is this: That the more distinct, sharp, and
wirey the bounding line, the more perfect the work of art; and the less keen and sharp, the
greater is the evidence of weak imitation, plagiarism, and bungling.

R (A Discriptive Catalogue, E550)

8) Letter to Thomas Butts, July 6, 1803, E730.

9) A Discriptive Catalogue, E544.

10) Annotations to The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds, pp. xcvii-xcviii, E641; p. 61, E648. A Vision
of The Last Judgment, p. 82, E560.

11) How do we distinguish the oak from the beech, the horse from the ox, but by the bounding
outline? How do we distinguish one face or countenance from another, but by the bounding
line and its infinite inflexions and movements? What is it that builds a house and plants a
garden, but the definite and determinate? What is it that distinguishes honesty from
knavery, but the hard and wirey line of rectitude and certainty in the actions and intentions.
Leave out this line and you leave out life itself[ . ] (A Discriptive Catalogue, E550)

12) The Nature of Visionary Fancy or Imagination is very little Known & the Eternal nature &
permanence of its ever Existent Images is considerd as less permanent than the things of
Vegetative & Generative Nature yet the Oak dies as well as the Lettuce but Its Eternal Image
& Individuality never dies. but renews by its seed. just so the Imaginative Image returns by
the seed of Contemplative Thought . .. (A Vision of The Last Judgment, E555)

13) The Ghost of Abel, E270.

14) In Eternity one Thing never Changes into another Thing Each Identity is Eternal con-
sequently Apuleius’s Golden Ass & Ovids Metamorphosis & others of the like kind are Fable
yet they contain Vision in a Sublime degree being derived from real Vision in More Ancient
Writings[ . ] (A Vision of The Last Judgment, p. 79, E556)

15) A Spirit-and a Vision are not, as the modern philosophy supposes, a cloudy vapour or a
nothing: they are organized and minutely articulated beyond all that the mortal and perishing
nature can produce. He who does not imagine in stronger and better lineaments, and in
stronger and better light than his perishing mortal eye can see does not imagine at all.

(A Discriptive Catalogue, E541)

16) Cf. A Vision of The Last Judgment, p. 87, E564.

17) Cf. On Malkin, E693.

18) The characters of Chaucer’s Pilgrims are the characters which compose all ages and nations:
as one age falls, another rises, different to mortal sight, but to immortals only the same; for we
see the same characters repeated again and again, in animals, vegetables, minerals, and in
men; . .. but the characters themselves for ever remain unaltered, and consequently they are
the physiognomies or lineaments of universal human life, beyond which Nature never steps.
Names alter, things never alter. . .. As Newton numbered the stars, and as Linneus numbered
the plants, so Chaucer numbered the classes of men. (A Discriptive Catalogue, E532-3)

19) A Discriptive Catalogue, E541.

20) Cf. Eaves, op, cit., 47-49.

21) Such art of losing the outlines is the art of Venice and Flanders; it loses all character, and



leaves what some people call, expression: but this is a false notion of expression; expression

cannot exist without character as its stamina; and neither character nor expression can exist

without firm and determinate outline. (A Discriptive Catalogue, E549)

22)
23)

24)

Cf. Eaves, op. cit., 65.
All Human Forms identified even Tree Metal Earth & Stone. all
Human Forms identified, living going forth & returning wearied
Into the Planetary lives of Years Months Days & Hours reposing
And then Awaking into his Bosom in the Life of Immortality.
And I heard the Name of their Emanations they are named Jerusalem
(Jerusalem 99 : 1-5, E258-9)
The Eternal Body of Man is The Imagination.
God himself
that is Jesus we are his Members
The Divine Body
It manifests itself in his Works of Art (In Eternity All is Vision)
All that we See is Vision from Generated Organs gone as soon as come
Permanent in The Imagination; considered as Nothing by the Natural Man
(The Laocoén, E273)

25) Jerusalem, 5 : 58, E148.

26)
27

28)
29)
30)

The Four Zoas, 139 : 9, E407; Milton, pl. 1, E95.

David. V. Erdman, ed. , A Concordance to the Writings of William Blake, 2vols. (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1967). 572 &I ‘Genius’ & ‘Imagination’ liEED4EE % IV b V] IR TE S
BoTOEREENTAH B L, ‘Genius' 35t 84 BOFHEFID 55 58mE THT I v b ] LDFEID
bDTHBDICXEL, 26 BT I b ] LIED & DT, ‘Imagination’ (3& 85 MDERFID 5 B
14 EDH], TIEBLEBEDO DL ->TWE, BB, 714 7KERREICEIT 3 Imagination’
&9 3 BEADHREIZ Morton D. Paley, Energy and the Imagination (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1970) i< L\, Paley 2 EEMD Energy’ 2l & 3 2B, #ix L%
B5CETHEPOMED Imagination' BENEEBRELTOW-2E LTV 3,

T, F8E, 50-55 B LU 213 HEMR,

Cf. Public Address, p. 58, E5674.

I have heard many People say Give me the Ideas. It is no matter what Words you put them
into & others say Give me the Design it is no matter for the Execution. These People know
Enough of Artifice but Nothing Of Art. Ideas cannnot be Given but in their minutely
Appropriate Words nor Can a Design be made without its minutely Appropriate
Execution[ . ] (Public Address, p. 62, E576)

31) Cf. Public Address, p. 24, E582. Annotations to The Works of Sir Joshua Reynolds, p. 167, E657.

32)
33)

The Four Zoas, 56: 19-22, E338.

But first the notion that man has a body distinct from his soul, is to be expunged; this I shall
do, by printing in the infernal method, by corrosives, which in Hell are salutary and medicinal,
melting apparent surfaces away, and displaying the infinite which was hid.

If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is: infinite.

(The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, pl. 14. E39)

34) Jerusalem, 36 : 59, E183.

35)
36)
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Urizen, 19 : 9, E78; 25 : 22, E82.
Martin Heidegger, ‘Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes', Holzwege (Frankfurt Am Main: Vittorio
Klostermann, 1950), 38. ZgHhsk—aR IEMEROE U 0] (B, 1965), AXTHWRIE
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HREELE, 1988), 261 - 270 B,
37) Cf. P. B. Shelley, A Defence of Poetry (David Lee Clark, ed., Shelley’s Prose, London: Fourth
Estate, 1988), 294.
(FfE2IE 1989 F 120 1 H)
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